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Abstract

The Ministry of Education of China put forward the concept of “core literacy
system” for the first time in the “Opinions on Comprehensively Deepening
Curriculum Reform and Implementing the Fundamental Tasks of Moral
Education” issued in 2014. This is a new educational reform policy put for-
ward by China based on fully combining China’s national conditions and the
new requirements for human development in the 21st century, which has
important guiding significance for China’s educational reform. After dis-
cussing the background, content, and meaning of core literacy, this study
points out the current situation and development trend of core literacy in
primary and secondary schools in China and then puts forward guiding opi-
nions on the development of core literacy in rural primary and secondary
schools. With the widening gap between urban and rural education, rural
people are in urgent need of high-quality educational resources. To narrow
the gap between urban and rural education and promote the democratization
of education in China, we must unswervingly implement the education
reform with the core element system as the key field and main link. This is
also the significance of this study.
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Core Literacy System, Primary and Secondary School, Students, China, Rural
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1. Introduction

The term “core literacy” was not put forward by China for the first time. At the
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beginning of this century, OECD took the lead in putting forward the structural
model of “core literacy”, which pointed to achieving a successful life and devel-
oping a sound society (Qiu et al., 2019). All over the world, the core literacy put
forward by various countries and regions has its unique connotations, although
it is the acquaintance. The core literacy of China attaches importance to the
education of students’ attitudes and values, which is reflected from three dimen-
sions: knowledge and skills, process and methods, and emotional attitudes and
values (Hu, 2019). However, there are few studies on core literacy in rural China,

which is the significance of this study.

2. Core Literacy

2.1. Background

Internationally, since the beginning of the 21st century, all countries and organ-
izations have put forward the core literacy with their characteristics according to
actual conditions and forecasts for the development of the 21st century. For ex-
ample, the core literacy of the European Union emphasizes lifelong learning,
while the core literacy framework of the United States is the “21st Century
Learning Framework”, which aims to enable students to have the vocational
skills needed in the 21st century, achieve results and attach importance to finan-
cial and business literacy (Lee & Hung, 2012). From the importance attached by
various countries and organizations to core literacy, it can be seen that cultivat-
ing students’ core literacy is the development direction of future education
reform and the beginning of a new round of talent competition. In the under-
standing of core literacy, all countries and organizations generally believe that
core literacy is the key to students’ success and high-quality life in the 21st cen-
tury.

It is pointed out that the core literacy with the core of “all-round develop-
ment” is to push forward China’s educational reform in-depth, which is of great
significance to the implementation of the fundamental task of cultivating people
by virtue. However, due to China’s special national conditions, high-quality
education has increasingly gathered in cities, which leads to the unbalanced de-
velopment of education between rural areas and cities (Liu, 2004). The imple-
mentation of core literacy education will help improve the quality of rural pri-
mary and secondary education. Alleviate the contradiction between rural and
urban areas due to the imbalance of educational resources. On the other hand,
with the advent of the 21st century, the industrialized society is accelerating its
transformation to an information-based and knowledge-based society (Becla,
2012). In the field of education, developing students’ core literacy system is pro-
posed to implement one of the fundamental tasks. Core literacy is an important
means to comprehensively deepen curriculum reform, implement the concreti-
zation of moral education, enhance China’s educational competitiveness, and
implement our strategy of strengthening the country with talents and rejuvenat-

ing the country through science and education.
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2.2. Basic Content

China has realized that the changes of the times will put forward new require-
ments for education, and started to carry out curriculum reform. In this educa-
tional reform, emphasis is placed on developing quality education, training stu-
dents to have the basic knowledge, basic skills, and methods of lifelong learning,
and becoming new people with four talents. Major reforms have been made in
curriculum objectives, curriculum structure, and curriculum standards. The
Ministry of Education proposed a document that the core literacy system for
students in each school section should be built, and clarify the necessary charac-
ter and key ability that students should have to meet the needs of lifelong devel-
opment and social development. In this document, it is emphasized to deepen
the curriculum reform in an all-round way, and to carry out the more important
task of building morality and educating people. It puts forward a new education-
al idea of putting moral education first, ability, and all-round development.

According to the reform opinions of the central government, a joint research
group led by Beijing Normal University published its research results in 2016.
According to the achievement of “Chinese Students’ Development Core Litera-
cy” published by them, it is pointed out that students’ development core literacy
refers to the necessary character and key ability that can meet the needs of life-
long development and social development (Hu, 2019). In the document, it is
considered that core literacy can be divided into three aspects, six major literacy,
and 18 basic points. Three aspects refer to the cultural foundation, independent
development, and social participation. Among them, the cultural foundation in-
cludes two major elements: humanistic background and scientific spirit. Huma-
nistic connotation includes three basic points: humanistic accumulation, huma-
nistic feelings, and aesthetic taste; scientific spirit includes three basic points: ra-
tional thinking, critical questioning, and courage to explore. Self-development
includes learning to learn and living healthily. Among them, learning to learn
includes three main points: being happy and good at learning, being diligent in
reflection, and information awareness; Healthy living includes three basic points:
cherish life, perfect personality, and self-management. Social participation in-
cludes responsibility and practice innovation. Among them, responsibility in-
cludes three basic points: social responsibility, national identity, and interna-
tional exchange; practical innovation includes three basic points: labor con-
sciousness, problem-solving, and technology application. The following figure
fully shows the basic content of core literacy (Figure 1).

The above definition and division of core literacy mean that students can
learn for life and become people who meet the needs of society. However, the
definition of core literacy is also controversial in China. For example, some re-
searchers think that the purpose of students’ core literacy is to let students grad-
ually form their personality characteristics and become complete individuals
through learning, which can meet the development of individuals in the future

life to a certain extent. While others believe that the essence of core literacy is to
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Figure 1. The basic content of core literacy.

make students become cultured and intelligent people. At the same time, we can
see that every core literacy definition refers to training students to be people
with noble moral character, rational thinking, and successful life.

2.3. Core Meaning

China’s core literacy is a concept with rich connotations, that is, it puts forward
measures for the change of international education situation and fully combines

China’s national conditions. From an international point of view, China’s core
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literacy is in line with the trend of international education reform, pointing to
lifelong learning and lifelong education, and has strong international competi-
tiveness. In the 21st century, life-long learning is a quality that every individual
must possess, and having the thought and ability of life-long learning cannot be
eliminated by society (Wang & Hu, 2012). The lifelong education system is an
important support for lifelong learning, and it should provide learning condi-
tions for individuals in the best way when everyone needs to learn. Core literacy
requires us to be prepared for lifelong education and lifelong learning. It also
requires China to establish and improve the lifelong education system, and the
society should strive to cultivate the cultural atmosphere of lifelong learning. On
the other hand, with the continuous deepening of China’s reform and open-
ing-up, China’s education is facing increasing pressure from international com-
petition. How to maintain strong vitality and competitiveness in the fierce in-
ternational education competition is a severe test for our education. Core litera-
cy is the core of China’s education reform, and its purpose is to enhance the
quality of China’s education so that China’s education will go to the world and

the future.

3. The Current Situation of Rural Primary and Secondary
Education in China

Since the reform and opening up for decades, China’s education has made bril-
liant achievements in both rural and urban areas, which has greatly improved
China’s education level (Sun, 2014). China’s education system has trained
countless outstanding talents for China’s socialist modernization. Especially, the
popularization of nine-year compulsory education has greatly promoted the de-
velopment of rural education in China, and the number of students enrolled and
graduates have been greatly improved. Moreover, China has eliminated “illite-

racy” and raised the cultural level of the rural population.

3.1. China’s Primary and Secondary Education Achievements
since the Reform and Opening-Up

Judging from the popularization of compulsory education in China, from 1980
to 2000, China achieved the grand goal of basically popularizing compulsory
education. In 2008, the enrollment rate of school-age children in China reached
99.5%. By the end of 2008, the population coverage rate of universal compulsory
education in China reached 99.7%, and the number of counties that achieved the
“Nine-Year Plan” accounted for 99.1% of the total number of counties in China.
The net enrollment rate of primary-school-age children reached 99.54%, and the
consolidation rate of primary school in five years reached 99.5%. The gross
enrollment rate in junior middle school reached 98.5%, and the consolidation
rate in three years in junior middle school reached 93.7%.

Judging from the changes in the number of teachers and teachers’ educational
background in China, the total number of full-time teachers in primary schools

in 1996 was 5.736 million, of which 90.9% graduated from secondary schools or
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high schools. By 2002, 98% had graduated from secondary school or high school.
By 2008, the number of full-time teachers in primary schools had reached
5,621,900, and the qualification rate of education had reached 99.27%. In 1996,
there were 2.932 million full-time teachers in junior middle schools, an increase
of 29 percentage points over 1990. From the above data, we can see that al-
though the number of full-time teachers in primary schools has decreased, this is
due to the decline in the number of primary school students in China. On the
other hand, although the number of teachers has decreased, the quality of teach-
ers has been improved.

From the perspective of China’s investment in education, China’s education
expenditure in 1995 was 187.795 billion yuan, of which 102.839 billion yuan was
allocated in the national budget, accounting for 16.22% of the fiscal expenditure;
Compared with 43.39 billion yuan in 1990, it increased by 3.3 times; In 1995, the
proportion of public education funds to GNP was 2.46%. In order to speed up
the process of popularizing compulsory education in poverty-stricken areas, the
central government increased the transfer of funds by 3.9 billion from 1995 to
the end of the 20th century. In 2007, China’s education expenditure reached
828.021 billion yuan, accounting for 16.63% of China’s fiscal expenditure. From
the above data, we can see that China’s investment in education is increasing,
and the proportion of growth in fiscal expenditure is also increasing.

Education determines the future of a country and a nation and is the most
fundamental cause of a nation. However, the Chinese government always insists
on placing education in an important position in China’s modernization con-
struction, and “escort” the development of education in China. From the above
statistics, we can see that China’s investment in education is ensuring sustained
and steady growth, which reflects the level of China’s economic development.
The times are changing and developing, and our education industry should con-
tinue to deepen its reform along with the trend of the times. This is not only the
mission given to us by the times but also the requirement of our “one-hundred-year
plan”. After decades of development, China’s education has provided a solid
material foundation for curriculum reform with the core of developing students’
core literacy system. However, how to promote the development of education in
the new round of education reform, especially how to fill the gap between rural
and urban primary and secondary education development and cultivate the core
literacy of rural primary and secondary school students, is worthy of our

in-depth study.

3.2. The Gap between Rural and Urban Primary and Secondary
Education

There is a huge gap between rural and urban education in China, which has a
long history (Liu et al., 2014). On the one hand, it is due to the special national
conditions of China, and on the other hand, it is caused by the unbalanced eco-
nomic development in China, which makes a huge gap between rural and urban

primary and secondary education in China, and now this gap is still showing a
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trend of continuous expansion. The gap between rural and urban primary and
secondary education can be said to be reflected in all aspects of the whole pri-
mary and secondary education. This gap can be divided into two aspects, one is
the external environment gap, but the internal environment gap.

First of all, the difference of external environment mainly refers to the differ-
ence of students’ living environment, which includes both social environment
and family environment. In terms of the social environment, children in rural
areas live in a closed and backward environment, with inconvenient transporta-
tion and few places and facilities available for study. The living environment of
children in urban areas is more open, and the transportation is faster and more
convenient (Han et al., 2016). An open environment is conducive to children’s
contact with higher vision and more open and creative thinking. One of the
benefits brought by convenient transportation is the expansion of children’s
range of activities, which is conducive to his access to a wider space. Children in
cities also have many places and facilities for study, such as libraries, museums,
science and technology museums, children’s palaces, and so on. The family en-
vironment is mainly influenced by parents. On the one hand, the basic situation
of parents will affect children’s education. The basic situation of parents includes
their knowledge level, education methods, and so on. As far as rural and urban
areas are concerned, the educational level of parents in urban areas is generally
higher than that in rural areas, which also leads to different educational methods
adopted by each other. Perhaps parents in rural areas may adopt more authori-
tative management, while parents in urban areas may adopt more democratic
education methods. On the other hand, parents’ investment in children’s educa-
tion will also have an important impact on students’ education (George & Men-
sah, 2010). According to the statistics of the China Bureau of Statistics, in 2016,
the per capita disposable income of urban residents was 33,616 yuan, while that
of rural residents was 12,363 yuan. The huge income gap will inevitably lead to a
huge gap in parents’ investment in children’s education, so the educational ser-
vices that children enjoy will be very different.

Secondly, the internal environment gap between rural and urban primary and
secondary education mainly refers to the gap between schools themselves. The
facilities of primary and secondary schools in rural areas are relatively backward
and the teachers are weak; On the contrary, primary and secondary schools in
urban areas have complete and advanced school facilities and strong teachers.
Especially in terms of teachers, the gap between rural and urban primary and
secondary schools is particularly obvious and difficult to make up. The gap of
teachers’ strength is firstly reflected in the scale of teachers, which is mainly re-
flected in the overall number of teachers in schools, and secondly in the alloca-
tion of teachers. The allocation of teachers mainly refers to the number of teach-
ers allocated to each class and each subject. In schools in rural areas, many
teachers have to teach many classes, and even some teachers have to teach many
different subjects, which will seriously affect the quality of teaching (Karanezi,

2014). The gap of teachers’ strength is also reflected in the quality of teachers,
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including their educational background and professional titles.

3.3. The Need to Develop the Core Literacy System of Rural
Primary and Secondary School Students

At the 18th CPC National Congress, it was mentioned that a well-off society
should be built in an all-round way by 2020. The key to building a well-off so-
ciety in China depends on the countryside, while the building of a well-off so-
ciety in China side depends on our rural education. “Education is the first prior-
ity”. Only by doing a good job in education in rural areas of China can China
build a well-off society in an all-round way faster and better.

First of all, developing the core literacy system of rural primary and secondary
school students will help narrow the gap between urban and rural education and
promote the democratization of education. One of the central contents of educa-
tional democracy is the equality of education. The equality of educational op-
portunities is the foundation of educational equality. With the development of
the times, the equality of educational opportunities initially emphasizes the
equality of entrance opportunities, then emphasizes the equality of educational
years, schools and courses, and now emphasizes the equality of educational
process and educational results. The core literacy system clearly requires stu-
dents to have the necessary character and key ability to meet the needs of life-
long development and social development, emphasizing personal cultivation,
social care, feelings of home and country, and paying attention to independent
development, cooperative participation, and innovative practice. This ensures
the equality of educational results in China. Secondly, according to the core lite-
racy system of students’ development, the specific educational objectives and
tasks of each school section and discipline are further clarified, and the relevant
standards of curriculum teaching in universities and primary and secondary
schools are improved. This ensures the equality of the curriculum nature of
education in China. Educational democratization is one of the goals pursued by
all educational reforms in the world today and has become the main educational
policy in many countries. Pursuing the democratization of education is not only
determined by the nature of our party and country but also the most urgent need
of our broad masses of people, especially those in rural areas.

Secondly, developing the core literacy of rural primary and secondary school
students is conducive to improving the competitiveness of rural primary and
secondary school students. According to relevant statistics, among the top uni-
versities in China, Tsinghua University and Peking University, the proportion of
rural students is getting lower and lower, and it will only account for about 10%
by 2016. According to relevant research, rural children have become increasingly
remote from the beginning of school, and the Matthew effect of Chinese educa-
tion has become increasingly fierce. The core literacy system mainly changes this
phenomenon of “the stronger the strong, the weaker the retarded” from two as-
pects. Before that, we simply divided the education that people received in their

whole life into two aspects, one is the school education that people received, and
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the other is the non-school education that people received. First, the core literacy
system changes this situation in school education. According to the Opinions of
the Ministry of Education on Comprehensively Deepening the Curriculum
Reform and Implementing the Fundamental Tasks of Moral Education, it is ne-
cessary to clarify the degree requirements that students should meet after com-
pleting the learning contents of different classes, grades, and disciplines, and
guide teachers to accurately grasp the depth and breadth of teaching so that the
examination evaluation can more accurately reflect the requirements of person-
nel training. To enhance the suitability of disciplines, the learning contents of
each discipline should conform to the age characteristics of students at different
stages of development, and be closely related to their life experiences. Secondly,
the core literacy system changes this situation in non-school education. The
Ministry of Education will organize research and put forward the core literacy
system of students’ development in each school section, clarify the essential cha-
racter and key ability that students should have to adapt to the needs of lifelong
development and social development, and further refine and select the essential
and basic knowledge content of students’ all-round development and lifelong
development in the subject textbooks.

Finally, developing the core literacy of rural primary and secondary school
students is conducive to promoting the construction of new socialist countryside
in China. The function of core literacy is to promote the civilization of rural
customs, improve the quality of the rural population and promote the manage-
ment of democracy in rural areas. To build a new socialist countryside, it is ne-
cessary to have “a new countryside of things” and “a new countryside of people”.
Improving the population quality in our rural areas is an important task in our
new rural construction. In the “people’s new rural construction”, the core litera-
cy system plays a connecting role. Inheriting the core literacy system can im-
prove people’s quality and promote rural civilization. It can cultivate a new gen-

eration of high-quality farmers.

4. The Measures to Develop the Core Literacy System for
Primary and Secondary School Students in Rural Areas

Developing the core literacy system of primary and secondary school students in
rural areas has become an important means to narrow the gap between urban
and rural education and promote educational equity in China. To develop the
core literacy system of primary and secondary school students, we need an ex-
cellent team of teachers, scientific and reasonable infrastructure, and a perfect
curriculum system. Therefore, this study puts forward the suggestions of culti-
vating rural core literacy from three aspects: curriculum construction, teachers’

construction and supporting facilities construction.

4.1. The Curriculum Construction of the Core Literacy System

To cultivate students’ core literacy system, the curriculum should be constructed

and implemented first. Strengthening the curriculum construction of the core
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literacy system mainly includes updating curriculum objectives, adjusting curri-
culum content structure, innovating the curriculum implementation process,
and reforming curriculum evaluation.

First of all, the goal of updating the curriculum is to return to the question of
“who to train”. At present, there are two main ways to bring core literacy re-
search results into curriculum reform: direct guidance and complimentary ac-
commodation. However, China mainly adopts a complementary accommoda-
tion type, which defines the degree requirements that students should meet after
completing the learning contents of different classes, grades, and disciplines.
This division of teaching objectives between school sections and grades is con-
ducive to the convergence of teaching objectives between different classes. Be-
cause the teaching goal of the lower grade is the foundation of the teaching goal
of the upper grade, and it is the development and deepening of the teaching goal
of the lower grade. However, the teaching objectives of different disciplines are
complementary and accommodating. They are the refinement of the core litera-
cy system, but the emphasis is different.

The adjustment of curriculum content is how to embody and implement in
various disciplines according to the requirements of cultivating students’ core li-
teracy. Different disciplines set different training objectives, but the training ob-
jectives of different classes are different in degree. For example, in order to cul-
tivate Chinese students’ information literacy, we use information technology
courses as a platform in primary schools to let students know about computers,
their composition, and other knowledge.

The innovation of curriculum implementation requires our teachers to inno-
vate in teaching practice and accurately grasp the depth and breadth of teaching.
In Japan, they have established a curriculum implementation mode that aims at
learning content, uses methods and means, and cultivates quality and ability
through learning activities. However, due to the particularity of educational ac-
tivities, the ultimate goal lies in the actual work of teachers. This requires us to
further train teachers, and put relevant teaching concepts and theories into prac-
tice for teachers in the front line of teaching work. Let teachers always carry out
teaching work around the core literacy system.

In China, curriculum evaluation is mainly based on students’ test scores. A
high score means that the teaching effect of this course is good, and a low score
means that the implementation of this course is poor. This score-centered cur-
riculum evaluation is very narrow, which limits teachers’ creativity in teaching
and the improvement of students’ quality. China’s curriculum evaluation reform
can learn from foreign research results, such as a series of evaluation systems
developed by the PISA project. For example, they define reading literacy as the
ability to understand, use and reflect on texts in order to achieve personal goals,
develop personal knowledge and potential, and strengthen social participation.
When drawing lessons from other people’s research results, we should combine

with China’s core literacy system and not copy it.
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4.2. The Teachers’ Construction of Rural Primary and Secondary
Schools in China

According to the suggestions of curriculum construction, it is necessary to estab-
lish teachers to ensure the effective development of the curriculum. In the estab-
lishment of the core literacy training system for rural primary and secondary
school students, the overall quality of teachers plays a key role in education
reform and development. However, due to the low level of rural economic de-
velopment, backward infrastructure and difficult conditions, many young
teachers and excellent teachers are unwilling to teach in rural primary and
secondary schools, resulting in the aging of rural teachers and backward edu-
cational concepts. Many young teachers and excellent teachers are unwilling to
teach in rural primary and secondary schools, which leads to the aging of rural
teachers and the backwardness of educational ideas and concepts. Therefore,
this study puts forward the following suggestions on the part of teacher con-
struction.

First of all, we should strengthen the introduction of new teachers. A great
team of teachers should be reasonably matched by the old, middle-aged, and
young. If the proportion of young teachers is too small, there will be no succes-
sors. Besides, it is difficult to popularize and apply new educational concepts in
the front line of education. Therefore, rural primary and secondary schools can
establish cooperative relations with universities, so that universities can train
teachers for rural primary and secondary schools. Governments at all levels
should increase investment to improve and guarantee the wages of rural teach-
ers. Governments at all levels and education departments should strengthen
publicity to attract outstanding members of the public to join education.

Secondly, it should strengthen the training of in-service teachers. On the one
hand, teachers’ profession needs continuous learning in order to master new
knowledge and new teaching ideas. On the other hand, it helps teachers improve
their quality and promote their career development. The training of new teach-
ers should focus on strengthening their professional identity and teaching skills.
For old teachers, it is necessary to strengthen the cultivation of their professional
ability, mainly by teaching them some new educational concepts, teaching con-
cepts, and related policies and regulations. At the same time, we should pay at-
tention to strengthening teachers’ moral education and cultivating teachers with
noble moral character.

Finally, the government and schools should work together to create a social
atmosphere that respects teachers. First of all, it can enhance teachers’ profes-
sional identity and meet teachers’ demand for respect. Everyone wants to have a
certain social status and be recognized by others and society, especially teachers.
Secondly, it can enhance teachers’ sense of professional belonging and make
teachers more willing to devote themselves to our education. Third, we can at-
tract more talented people to join our education. Fourth, it can better stimulate

our teachers’ initiative and creativity.
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4.3. Scientific and Reasonable to Strengthen and Improve the
Facilities of Primary and Secondary Schools in Rural Areas

There are some problems in rural primary and secondary schools in China, such
as poor teaching equipment, imperfect infrastructure, and unreasonable alloca-
tion of teaching equipment. However, building scientific, reasonable, and perfect
rural primary and secondary school facilities is the material basis for developing
students’ core literacy system. Therefore, only on a complete material basis can
our teachers teach better and students learn better.

First of all, for rural primary and secondary schools with poor teaching
equipment and imperfect infrastructure, relevant departments should increase
investment and improve infrastructure and equipment. At the same time of in-
creasing investment, relevant departments should make scientific and reasonable
plans, and make different transformation plans according to the specific condi-
tions of each school. For example, if some schools need new teaching buildings
and dormitories, new teaching buildings and dormitories should be built for
them. However, some schools do not need to build new teaching buildings but
need to replace equipment, such as the multimedia renovation of classrooms.

Secondly, there is a lack of scientific allocation of relevant teaching facilities
and equipment, which needs to be optimized reasonably. Especially in some
areas with good economic development in China, there are mainly the following
performances: first, repeatedly configure related equipment; the second is to
configure irrelevant equipment. For example, every primary and secondary
school is equipped with a large number of musical instruments, but the whole
school has no relevant professional teachers, resulting in a waste of equipment.
Finally, the configured device is not used correctly. Therefore, for schools with
the unreasonable allocation of teaching equipment, a scientific allocation scheme
should be made to give full play to the effectiveness of relevant teaching equip-
ment. At the same time, when configuring related equipment, on the one hand,
it is necessary to train teachers on related usage methods, so that they can use
the equipment correctly and fully. On the other hand, establishing an efficient
and perfect follow-up service and maintenance system should not give people an

attitude of doing things well.

5. Conclusion

Developing students’ core literacy system is of great significance for deepening
the curriculum reform in China and implementing the fundamental task of cul-
tivating people by virtue, and it is the key field and main link of China’s educa-
tion reform. Since the reform and opening up, for the overall goal of China,
China has been sacrificing the interests of rural areas to “nurture” the develop-
ment of urban areas. Nowadays, when we have made great achievements in
reform and opening up, we think the first thing we should do is to promote the
development of education in rural areas. On the other hand, the development of

rural education is directly related to building a well-off society in an all-round
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way and realizing socialist modernization. Relying on the core literacy system,
reforming rural education in China will improve the fairness of education in
China, promote the democratization of education in China, enhance people’s
sense of acquisition and happiness in rural areas, and alleviate the contradiction

between urban and rural areas on education.
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